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RIGID EMOTION CONTROL BLOCKS PATH TO SELF-UNDERSTANDING
By Terry Brenner 
University Relations
In America, “unflappable” is a compliment. Emotion control is in. A person is never 
supposed to be out of control unless he wants people to think he’s crazy. Or at least that’s what 
emotion historian Peter Stearns has observed.
Stearns may be right, but Sally Planalp sees another side of the issue. Planalp is a 
professor of communication studies at UM who has just published a book about communicating 
emotion.
“I think it’s very helpful for people to be able to control their emotions,” she says, “but 
sometimes they overdo it. They don’t listen to what their emotions are telling them before they 
control them. They try to convert their emotions into something more socially acceptable, and 
so they don’t use their emotions as a source of information about themselves. Emotions tell us 
what’s personally important to us.”
The notion that one should control his emotions completely, she says, is just one of 
three myths about emotion afloat in the world at large, she says. The other two? Emotions 
cannot be controlled, period. And emotions should not be controlled because control leads to 
illness or huge emotional eruptions.
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“A person can always control emotion to some extent,” she says. “It takes practice. It’s 
like any kind of skilled activity, like riding a bike.” People often talk as if their emotions 
control them instead of the reverse, she says. Or people use lack of control as an excuse when 
they don’t.want to control their emotions. But, she says, people can control emotions if enough 
is at stake.
Planalp’s book, “Communicating Emotion: Social, Moral and Cultural Processes,” is 
just out from Cambridge University Press. Planalp also conducts workshops for community 
and campus groups. Over the years she’s developed several strategies for people to use in 
dealing with emotion.
■ Acknowledge your feelings. Try to be aware of what you’re feeling because 
otherwise it’s difficult to work with the feeling.
■ Label and describe your feelings. Providing a label such as humiliation, guilt, joy or 
some other term for emotion helps clarify how you feel, and that can help give you a sense of 
control. Verbalizing your feelings also helps you think about managing them.
■ Try to see the situation from the other person’s point of view. A common problem in 
conflicts is that people get entrenched in their own view and fail to see the other person’s 
perspective. The risk here, though, is of being too accommodating. It’s not good to take the 
other person’s perspective too much and neglect to stand up for yourself.
■ Try to achieve an appropriate distance. If anger is the emotion at large in the 
situation, sometimes it’s helpful to create some physical distance. Take a walk, or do 
something that takes your mind off the person or situation that set you off. But don’t just walk 




■ Think positively. This isn’t easy. But consider the positive outcome from dealing 
with the situation productively, particularly a conflict situation. Because conflicts can clarify 
emotions, they sometimes pave the way to conflict resolutions that might not have occurred 
otherwise.
■ Maintain a sense of control. Think of the emotional situation as a problem to be 
solved. Think about what actions you can take that would make things better. Trust in the fact 
that the situation is not beyond your control, and don’t give up responsibility for it.
■ Pay attention to your body. People underestimate the effects of sleep deprivation and 
stimulants like coffee and cigarettes. Recognize the positive effects of exercise.
■ Seek help and support from other people. This can be helpful if done in a problem­
solving mode, when you genuinely seek a different perspective from someone you respect as a 
problem-solver. It can be harmful if you only complain, talk behind others’ backs or get 
someone to side with you so you can become entrenched in your own emotion.
Fear, grief, jealousy, infatuation, love and anger all have the potential for getting out of 
control, Planalp says. But people worry about anger because it often gets them into trouble. 
Anger responds well to efforts for managing it, however. It just takes practice — every time a 
conflict comes along.
“You practice keeping your voice down,” she says. “You practice not getting too upset 
about insulting remarks. You practice walking away if you have to. Practicing anything will 
make it easier to control when you’re in the telling moment. With practice you’re more likely 
to respond the way you want to when you get into stressful situations.”
In other words, practice may be what “unflappable” is all about.
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